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Growth Pressures on Sensitive Natural Areas: 
The Environment and Growth 
In the Twin Cities 
 
Themes 
 
Projected growth patterns put much of expected future growth: 
– Just beyond the current MUSA 
– In places with modest fiscal resources and much of the region’s 
remaining sensitive natural areas 
 
If this growth occurs at currently prevailing densities, either: 
– Much of the region’s remaining sensitive natural areas will be 
lost, or 
– Sprawl will sky-rocket as sensitive areas are bypassed 
 
Recent history suggests that these trade-offs may be even 
more severe than implied by current growth projections 
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Growth Trends 
 








  
 
 
 
Growth Trends - Jobs 

Growth Trends: Integration of the collar 
counties into the metropolitan economy 
 
From 1970 to 2000 
 
The number of workers residing in the four collar 
counties increased by 275 percent (by 118,000 
workers).  
 
The number of these workers commuting to jobs in 
the 7-county core increased by 530 percent (by 
56,000 workers). 
      
 
The percentage of workers who live in the four 
collar counties and work in 7-county core 
increased from 28 percent in 1970 to               
48 percent in 2000. 
  
 
 
 
Projected Population Growth: 2000 - 2030 

Distribution of Projected Growth: 2000 - 2030 
• 1,110,000 new residents in the 11-county region 
 
• 970,000 new residents in the 7 core counties – 
36 percent growth 
 
• 140,000 new residents in the 4 collar counties – 
65 percent growth 
• However, in the past growth projections have 
significantly over-estimated growth in the 
core and under-estimated growth in middle 
and outer suburbs. 

• This pattern has continued since 2000 

  
 
 
Natural Resources: 
The Sensitive Natural Areas Inventory 
• Sensitive Aquatic Areas 
– Shallow Lakes 
– Natural Environment Lakes 
– Scientific and Natural Area Lakes 
– Outstanding Resource Value Water Streams 
– Trout Streams 
– Calcareous Fens 
– Public Water Basins 
– Wetlands (classes 4-8) 
Natural Resources Data Layers 
• Sensitive Land Areas 
– Shoreland Management Zone 
– Natural Environment and Shallow Lakes 
– Trout Stream Protection Zones 
– Calcareous Fen Protection Zones 
– SNA Lake Protection Zones 
– Shoreland Management Zones 
– Steep Slopes 
– Wetlands (classes 1-3)  
Natural Resources Data Layers 
• Highest Sensitivity Areas 
  - Minnesota County Biological Survey Native 
    Plant Communities 
  - MCBS Sites of Biodiversity Significance 
  - Regionally Significant Ecological Areas  
      (7 county metro core only) 
  - Forest Core Patches 
Natural Resources Data Layers 


  
 
 
Natural Resources: 
Water 


Impaired waters 
• 37% of lakes (by area) impaired 
• 27% of river/stream miles impaired 
 
  
 
 
 
Natural Resources and Fiscal Capacity 

  
The Northern half of the region includes: 
 
 
– most of the municipalities with high shares of 
unprotected sensitive natural areas 
    and 
– most of the municipalities with lower-than-
average tax capacities 



 Much of the growth projected for the region is 
expected to occur in a group of developing 
municipalities (developing job centers and bedroom 
developing communities) with modest fiscal 
resources. 
 
  These municipalities: 
• Represent just 33% of current population in 
the 7 counties 
• But are projected to capture 67% of growth 
(2000-2030) 
• And contain 85% of the unprotected 
sensitive natural areas 
 If projected growth occurs at current densities: 
 
• Developing job centers would have a 106,000 
acre shortfall of available land by 2030 
(currently unprotected, undeveloped and non-
sensitive land), an area equal to Minneapolis, 
St. Paul and Bloomington combined. 
• Unprotected, sensitive natural areas in these 
communities: 123,000 acres. 
 
  
 
 
Actual growth patterns since 2000 show that 
an even larger share of growth than 
expected has occurred in these places – 
83% (actual) compared to 51% (projected) 
   

  
 
 
 
Natural Resources and the MUSA 


  
Actual growth patterns since 2000 show that 
larger shares of growth than expected have 
occurred in the outer parts of the region – 
32% (actual) compared to 13% (projected) 
  
Just 22 percent of urbanized land in the Twin 
Cities was outside the MUSA in 1986, but 47 
percent of subsequent growth in urbanized 
land was outside the MUSA. 
 



 If projected growth through 2030 occurs at current 
densities and the MUSA line is expanded to include 
all land in municipalities now split by the MUSA (an 
expansion more than twice what is currently 
planned): 
 
• There would be a 119,000 acre shortfall of available land 
(currently unprotected, undeveloped and non-sensitive land), 
within the expanded MUSA. 
 
• Unprotected, sensitive natural areas in these communities: 
about 180,000 acres. 
 
 Put another way, if projected growth through 2030 
occurs at current densities and on currently 
undeveloped land: 
 
• Roughly 1/4 of the municipalities partially or completely 
outside the current MUSA will have consumed all of their 
developable land by 2010 
 
• Another 1/5 will have done so by 2030 
 
• The land shortfall in these places would be about 176,000 
acres, an area larger than Minneapolis, St. Paul, 
Bloomington, Plymouth, Eden Prairie and Woodbury 
combined 
 
• Sensitive natural areas in these places: 158,000 acres 


        Policy Issues 
 
 Expanding Regional/State Institutions 
  Fiscal Disparities Program 
 
 Land-use Planning Issues 
  Defining the MUSA 
  Regulating development   
   outside the MUSA 
  Encouraging density and in-fill 
 
The Fiscal Disparities Tax-Base Sharing Program 
If the collar counties were part of Fiscal Disparities 
 
• 78 of 88 collar county municipalities would be net 
beneficiaries and the typical net increase in tax 
base would be 11 percent  
• 80 percent of collar county population is in these 
municipalities 
 
Source: Simulation developed by House Research, Minnesota House of 
Representatives. 

Defining the MUSA 
• The change from a MUSA line to “MUSA cities” 
in the 2004 Development Framework watered 
down the effect of the MUSA, allowing non-
contiguous development within MUSA cities 
• The extra flexibility this brings is a double-edged 
sword. 
– It may make it easier to accommodate environmental 
concerns, but 
– It may also increase the cost of providing regional 
services 
• It reduces the overall power of the Met Council 
to regulate local planning 
Regulating development outside the MUSA 
• Much of the region’s remaining sensitive natural 
areas lie immediately outside the current MUSA, 
directly in the path of future development 
• Low density development in these areas (e.g. 
two-to-four acre lots) makes it difficult or 
impossible to cluster future development, the 
most viable way to accommodate growth while 
protecting sensitive areas 
Encouraging higher densities and in-fill 
Current growth projections: 
• Assume large-scale in-fill in already fully-developed areas – areas 
with little or no remaining developable land 
• Assume either that future development in developing areas will be 
much denser than current patterns, or that sensitive natural areas 
will be developed 
 
In the past (1975-2000 and 2000-2005), projections have 
consistently overestimated growth in the core (in-fill) and 
underestimated growth at the edges of the MUSA (and 
beyond) 
 
If this continues, either sprawl rates will sky-rocket (as 
development by-passes sensitive areas) or sensitive 
areas will be developed  
